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As a new approach to reading literature, cognitive poetics involves the application of 
cognitive linguistics and psychology to interpreting literary texts. It combines the 
intuitive interpretation with explicit textual meanings. Reuven Tsur is a leading linguist 
in employing cognitive psychology to explore the perceived emotional qualities in 
poetic forms. The concept of emotion is an obvious point where literature and 
cognition meet. The emotional dimension of a literary text, generally regarded as 
extra-textual and unanalysable, has now assumed a higher profile in cognitive poetics.  
 
This paper aims at presenting a cognitive analysis of the embodiment of emotions in 
poetry. According to Robert Frost, “Poetry is when an emotion has found its thought and the 
thought has found words.” Poets have to employ certain poetic form to reinforce the 
aesthetic experience by creating a resonance to dominant emotional theme derived by the 
content of the poem. Poetic language is not abstract symbol. It is the being of emotional 
thought as a trinity of sound, shape and sense. Cognitive poetics holds that aesthetic emotion 
is not merely a rational judgment derived from the content of text but a cognitive affective 
evaluation of the poetic contexts.  
 
For research purpose, this paper has chosen The Raven by Edgar Allen Poe as a sample to 
examine how the poetic forms have given rise to the melancholy theme. The paper will 
make use of Cynthia Whissell’s empirical research on the emotional characters of sounds, 
and Robert Orenstein’s research on the brain structures to explain how the poetic forms can 
influence the poetic emotional qualities. It is hoped that the current research will demonstrate 
that the choice of words, the forms of textual structures and the patterns of reasoning are 
intimately inter-related to each other, forming a trinity, and that poetic forms have emotional 
value rather than a meaning media. Aesthetic emotion consists of the textuality of poetic text.  
 






























本文将利用心理语言学家 Cynthia Whissell 对语音情感特征的实证研究成果、以及认
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 General Introduction    
Poetry in nature is an expression of emotive mind. William Wordsworth claimed 
that “poetry is the recollection of deep emotions”, and that all good poetry is the 
“spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.” A poem without emotions is doomed to be 
a dried intellectual game. Robert Frost also stated that, “Poetry is when an emotion has 
found its thought and the thought has found words.” Thus, the idea that poetry expresses 
emotions is not new to Western criticism. In traditional Chinese poetics, emotions also 
play a decisive role in the birth of poetry. As it is implied in the notion of shi yan zhi, 
or “poetry expresses intent/emotion” in the Book of Documents (Shang shu), emotive 
mind is the origin of poetry. In Indian poetic tradition, it is also regarded that “poetic 
works are not merely emotionally charged in some vague sense like music or 
nonrepresentational painting, but they treat human emotions; emotions are their 
representational content” (Chari, 1976: 288).  
The goal of reading poetry is, therefore, to apprehend the emotive mood or 
atmosphere of the poem. Identifying a meaning statement is not the primary concern of 
the reader. Rather, what motivate the reader are the poem’s evocation of the poet’s 
feelings and the experience of the emotive process. According to Stockwell, “ when the 
vast majority of people read the vast majority of literary texts: they read them for 
themselves, and are happy neither to discuss them, nor work out the craft in their 
construction, nor intellectualize them, nor fit their understanding into a theoretical 
framework out loud for other people to read or hear”(Stockwell, 2002: 1). More often 
than not people read poetry for a feeling. Even when they are in complete ignorance of 
poets’ background or any linguistic theories, they can still feel the emotional impact in 
poetry. The reader is carried away by the emotive overtones conveyed by the images 
associated with the lines and finds contentment in such emotional, affective 
indulgence.  
To ensure the reader’s best performance, the poem must possess the power to 
stimulate and inspire. Shelly describes the power of poetry in such terms, “it purges 
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being” (Shelly, 1988: 295). Poetry, in other words, overcomes the barriers of 
customary perception, and enables us to see some aspect of the world freshly or even 
for the first time. The way to achieve this is through the choice of poetic forms. In 
Mukarovsky’s term, it is foregrounding. A foregrounding structure, whether at the 
phonetic level (e.g. alliteration), the grammatical level (e.g. ellipsis), or the semantic 
level (e.g. metaphor), will create a dominant feature that strikes readers immediately. 
As for poetic language, Mukarovsky points out that, “foregrounding enables literature 
to present meanings with an intricacy and complexity that ordinary language does not 
normally allow” (Mukarovsky, 1977: 71). Viktor Shklovsky, the Russian Formalist 
critic, gave a similar account of the effects of styles. He argued that stylistic devices do 
more than convey familiar meanings, “the function of the literary image is not to make 
us perceive meaning, but to create a special perception of the object” (Shklovsky, 1965: 
18). In this regard, the immediate effect of foregrounding is to achieve defamiliarization.  
Some critics maintain that the foregrounding not only prompts defamiliarization 
but also evokes feeling, because the foregrounded poetic texts will strike readers as 
interesting and capture their attention; and the defamiliarization obliges the reader to 
slow down, allowing time for the feelings created by the alliterations and metaphors to 
emerge. Shklovsky also saw defamiliarization as accompanied by feeling, and he has 
noted more precisely that, “stylistic devices in literary texts emphasize the emotional 
effect of an expression” (Shklovsky, 1965: 9).  
Some empirical studies in literary text reading have examined the effects of 
foregrounding on defamiliarization and the emergence of feelings. Among such studies 
are empirical research conducted by Hunt and Vipond (1985) and Van Peer (1986). 
Their research on short stories and short poems are noteworthy. Nonetheless, their 
findings only indicate that readers experience foregrounded texts as striking. Neither 
study attempted to examine whether the reader will also experience the foregrounded 
texts as evocative of their feelings. A more direct evidence that defamiliarization 
evokes feeling is available from a study by David S. Mail (1992). His empirical 
observations suggest that “the foregrounding not only prompts defamiliarization but 
also accentuate feeling” (Mail, 1994: 392). His subsequent empirical research on short 
stories also shows the same result that “foregrounding prompts defamiliarization; 















efforts” (Mail, 1994: 404).  
Nonetheless, the above empirical research only suggests that “some temporally 
extended interpretative activity is prompted by foregrounding and that affect is 
somehow involved” (Mail, 1994: 405). More statistical study must be complemented 
by empirical work to decide whether literary response does indeed spring from 
capacities that are intrinsic to our linguistic endowment.  
To support such assumption, cognitive poetics seems able to offer a systematic 
account. In Reuven Tsur’s words, “poetry is supposed to use conceptual language to 
convey non-conceptual experiences, not merely the concepts of those experiences. At 
least, some poetry is supposed to convey, not merely mention emotions, feelings, 
experience” and “poetic form does something to the language that enables readers to 
detect some structural resemblance between the text and certain emotional 
experiences” (Tsur, 2008: 3). As a leading practitioner of the new discipline, Reuven 
Tsur attempts to employ cognitive science to explore the relationship between the 
poetic structure and its perceived effects. The following section is an overview of this 
new approach to reading literature.  
 
 Theoretical Background of Cognitive Poetics 
As a new way of thinking about literature, cognitive poetics is relatively new as a 
discipline. The foundation of cognitive poetics lies most directly in cognitive 
linguistics and cognitive psychology, together forming a large part of the field of 
cognitive science. However, cognitive poetics is not just an offshoot of cognitive 
science, but is first and foremost a new brand of poetics. “It has the potential to model 
the process by which intuitive interpretations are formed into expressible meanings, 
and it presents the same framework as a means of describing and accounting for those 
readings”(Stockwell, 2002: 8).  
Although cognitive poetics is connected to the rise of cognitive science, it is 
clearly related to the field of literary criticism. Within the discipline of literary 
criticism, the focus of attention has shifted around the triangle of “author-text-reader’, 
with different traditions placing more or less emphasis on each of these three modes. 
Literary critics are more interested in the minutiae of disagreement, difference, 
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reading process itself. It is not restricted to the text, but treats ‘author-text-reader’ as a 
whole dynamic process.  
Nonetheless, a cognitive perspective to literature does not simply mean that 
cognitive poetics is interested in the psychology of reading only. Instead, other 
different patterns of understanding, such as traditional poetics, will form useful starting 
points for cognitive poetic investigation.  
Thus, the purpose of a cognitive poetic analysis is to rationalize and explain how 
the reader reaches the understanding on a particular occasion. In this perspective, 
cognitive poetics has no predictive power, and cannot in itself produce interpretations. 
The advantage of this view is about the reading process. An alternative view suggests 
that “the process of engaging in cognitive poetic analysis offers a raised awareness of 
certain patterns that might have been subconscious or not even noticed at all” 
(Stockwell, 2002: 7). Cognitive poetics in this view has a productive power in at least 
suggesting a new interpretation.  
There are two traditions in cognitive poetics. One is more tightly related to the rise 
of cognitive linguistics, represented by Craig Hamilton and Peter Stockwell. The other 
is more oriented towards cognitive science. It includes work by psychologists such as 
Keith Oatley, Raymond W. Gibbs and Reuven Tsur. This paper will follow the latter 
tradition, especially the framework set by Reuven Tsur.  
As one of the most conspicuous contributors to cognitive poetics, Reuven Tsur 
conducted a cognitive poetics project in the early 1970s, well ahead of the first 
publications in cognitive linguistics. He based his work on the early findings of the 
new cognitive science and applied those insights to the study of the relation between 
literary structure and its effects. He maintained that “cognitive poetics, as I conceived 
of it, offers cognitive theories that systematically account for the relationship between 
the structure of literary texts and their perceived effects” (Tsur, 2008: 2). 
The study of emotions has become a most interesting subject in psychology, 
cognitive science, and neuroscience. “The concept of emotion is an obvious point 
where literature and cognition meet” (Stockwell, 2002: 171). There have been many 
recent calls in cognitive poetics for greater attention to be paid to the phenomenon, and 
it seems likely that the study of emotion and affect will assume an even higher profile 
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